
        
            
                
            
        

    
“What are you getting at?” demands Baikov.

 

“Look around,” Stepan says, waving his hand to present the opulent room they occupy. “I see many are sporting nice new clothes and boots. Here, we are eating well. Do the factory workers have nice new boots? And the volunteer police patrolling the icy streets, are they eating such sumptuous meals?”

 

They stare at him, not comprehending. He meets their eyes, one by one. He wonders, has it gone too far already? 
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“Literally starving, they had a little area on the floor and they all had fled from the Bolsheviks. While we did what we could, took some supplies, what we could. I can always remember having a loaf of bread, and a woman came rushing up and I gave it to her, and she had the most starving looking baby you ever saw in your life. I’ve seen a great many tragic scenes in various parts of the world, but that, Vladivostok, was the worst.”

—Eric Elkington, Canadian Army Medical Corps, Captain with the 16th Field Ambulance, Canadian Siberian Expeditionary Force, Spring 1919 

##

On Kotlin island, there were no executions, there was no torture or beatings, and no hostages were taken. A pair of boots was stolen.

##

“In February, 1921, the workers of several Petrograd factories went on strike. The winter was an exceptionally hard one, and the people of the capital suffered intensely from cold, hunger, and exhaustion. They asked an increase of their food rations, some fuel and clothing. The complaints of the strikers, ignored by the authorities, presently assumed a political character. Here and there was also voiced a demand for the Constituent Assembly and free trade. The attempted street demonstration of the strikers was suppressed, the Government having ordered out the military kursanty." 

—Emma Goldman, “My Further Disillusionment in Russia”
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Chapter 1: March 1st

Kotlin Island from the southwest, rising like painful knuckles out of the punishing ice and snow. The growing wind whips up ephemeral clouds of dry ice and throws them against the landscape. Little ice devils scamper and scurry over the frozen surface of the ocean near the outer forts of the base. 

Rising from the ice like steel castles, the Gangut class battleships Petropavlovsk and Sevastopol dominate the southern shore. One smokestack of the Petropavlovsk sends tendrils of dark smoke into the air, but the two stacks of the Sevastopol are inactive. The ships sit motionless in the winter harbour, side by side against the dock, their hulls clasped firmly by a meter or more of solid ice. 

At the southern tip of the island, a ramp travels from the frozen ocean and up to Tulonskaya Avenue. A staff car on the ice, a shiny new Russo-Baltic Type K, makes its way up the ramp towards the Petrograd gate. Soldiers stationed there come to attention, and, after a brief examination of the driver and his passengers, the gate is opened and the car travels down Leningradskaya Street. A left on Ammermana, then right on Petrovskaia, and a final right turn on Kommunisticheskaya Street. After a few hundred metres, as the trees on either side of the road begin to thin out, the driver slows and parks.

Two men step out of the car. The first is Mikhail Ivanovich Kalinin, President of the People’s Executive, nicknamed “Kalinych” by the people. Kalinin is not a tall man, but he is stout. His girth, and in particular his belly, although barely overweight, makes a marked contrast with the soldiers and sailors on Kotlin Island, who all appear malnourished, emaciated. He sports a moustache and beard on his chin, the kind made popular by Vladimir Lenin, the Hero of the Revolution. To his right, soldiers display military honours, while to his left, the sailors of the Kronstadt naval band begin a march in his honour. 

Behind Kalinin follows Nikolai Nikolayevich Kuzmin, Commissar of the Baltic Fleet. Kuzmin is much taller and thinner, and while Kalinin wears a wool coat over a suit and tie, Kuzmin is dressed in military attire, his unbuttoned overcoat alternately hiding and exposing his medals and military insignia. As the band plays, the two men share a glance, then walk quickly down the street, Kuzmin saluting quickly when appropriate. They turn into Anchor Square.

They walk into a crowd, a subdued one but anxious. The people part like a sea for Moses as they walk through them towards the podium. Perhaps twenty thousand people fill the square this early March morning. The snow and fog give a sense of stillness and quiet, so it seems much more intimate. But the tension of the people gathered, many soldiers and sailors, and a good many civilians too, is palpable, though generally positive.

As they mount the steps to the podium, sporadic applause breaks out in the crowd, and Pavel Dobroslav Vasilyev, Chairman of the Kronstadt Soviet, begins to speak.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for attending this rather unusual meeting of our soviet. I believe first on the agenda is to read the report of the delegates sent to Petrograd on February 26th. I turn the floor over to Comrade Stepan Petrichenko.” Vasilyev steps back from the microphone and motions for a man behind him to come forward.

Stepan Maksimovish Petrichenko walks up to the microphone. He is of average height and build, but clearly, like everyone other than an official at the podium, he suffers the lack of food most Russians do, a result of war rationing. Even the extra rations afforded to sailors are not enough to hide the hunger. And yet, there is something about Stepan’s eyes. A fire, perhaps, some spirit driving him. The intensity in those eyes gives him authority. A sense of power and, dare it be said, righteousness travels with him. With squared shoulders and hat at the jaunty angle of a young man knowing his path, Stepan steps up to the microphone, holds aloft a sheet of paper, and reads:

“Hearing the cries of our brothers and sisters,” he begins, “the sailors of Sevastopol and Petropavlovsk sent a fact-finding delegation to Petrograd to discover for ourselves the truth of the cost of our glorious revolution. And what they found, comrades, was a city on the verge of starvation, a city on the verge of exhaustion, and a city on the verge of revolution.” He pauses as the crowd expresses its displeasure. “Who among us does not know one from this island who went home on leave over the past few months? And what tales were we told by our weeping mothers and our fathers with downcast eyes? When I returned home to my parents, they asked me why we fought for the oppressors.” A roar from the crowd. “And now this,” Stepan continues when the crowd allows him to be heard again, waving his sheet of paper in the air, “from the hand of the leader of our delegation, penned one night ago for this very meeting: ‘One might have thought,’ he notes, ‘that these were not factories but the forced labour prisons of tsarist times!’” 

With the mention of the tsar, the crowd roars in protest. People spit on the ground and shake their fists in the air. No one in all of Russia has not tasted the green bitters of overthrowing the tsar, of fighting off Germany while simultaneously stopping the counterrevolutionary Whites. Russia is a planet whose entire surface is steeped an inch deep in blood. Such an enormous cost, such a price to pay, only to feel the promise for which such a sacrifice was made slipping from one’s grasp! No, they shout in their minds as they grumble and shoot daggers from their eyes, not for nothing. It must not be for nothing! 

“We hear their cries,” Stepan continues when the crowd quiets enough for him to go on, “just like we heard the cries of our mothers and our sisters at home. And so we, the sailors of the Sevastopol and the Petropavlovsk, have written a list of demands we wish to submit to the soviet for a vote.” 

Stepan goes back to his chair to retrieve another piece of paper. Then he returns to the microphone and resumes reading:

 

The Petropavlovsk Resolution:

Having heard the reports of those returning from fact-finding in Petrograd, we resolve:

1. To hold new elections by secret ballot immediately, allowing for all workers and peasants to agitate beforehand, because the current soviets don’t express the will of the people;

2. To guarantee freedom of speech and press to everyone;

3. To guarantee freedom of assembly for all citizen organisations and workers’ trade unions;

4. No later than March 10th, 1921, to have a non-party conference of the sailors, soldiers, and workers of Petrograd, Constant, and Petrograd province;

5. Grant liberty to every political prisoner of socialist parties, and to soldiers, sailors, peasants, and workers who were imprisoned due to connection with labour and peasant movements;

6. To form a review commission to examine the case of those otherwise held in prisons and concentration camps;

7. To disband and abolish any and all political departments. No party should benefit from special privileges to spread its ideas, nor should there be financial support for these purposes. Educational and cultural commissions should be locally elected and state financed;

8. The immediate removal of all roadblock detachments;

9. All rations will be equalised for all workers. Those employed in trades detrimental to health being the exception;

10. The abolishment of all Communist fighting detachments, be they guards in mills and factories, or branches of the army. If such detachments become necessary, they will be provided by the army, factories, and mills, at the discretion of the workers;

11. Assure peasants have full freedom of action with their land, as well as the right to keep cattle, so long as the peasants manage them using their own means—this must not involve hired labour;

12. To ask every branch of the army, including our comrade military cadets, to endorse our resolution;

13. To require the press publicly disseminate our resolutions;

14. To create a mobile bureau of control;

15. To ensure the freedom to produce handicrafts by individual labour;

 

PETRICHENKO, Chairman. PEREPELKIN, Secretary.

 

With each item of the resolution, the crowd shouts encouragement, building and building until the final line when they begin to roar their enthusiasm.

Stepan stands before them, breathing heavy plumes of condensation into the cold March air. His shoulders rise and fall with each breath, and he continues to hold the resolution aloft with a closed fist.

“Stand aside,” Stepan hears in his ear. He turns to see Kalinin beside him, trying to move him away from the microphone. “Now everyone,” Kalinin begins, holding his hands up, palms out in conciliation, “I understand…”

But the crowd lets him get no further. From out of the icy morning, voices come like artillery shells, each landing on its target.

“Stop it, Kalinin. You manage to keep warm enough,” says one.

“Look how many jobs do you have,” comes another. “Bet they bring you plenty.”

“We know our own needs. As for you, old man, go back to your women.”

With this last catcall, the crowd starts laughing, whistling, and jeering. Words are thrown like rotting vegetables, making it impossible for Kalinin to speak. With half a smile still frozen on his face but eyes like a deer caught in headlights, he turns back to the others on the podium.

With a sneer, Kuzmin gets to his feet and walks over to the microphone. “Proud Kronstadt,” he yells, “who stood at the barricades in Petrograd. Trotsky himself praised you, the pride and glory of the revolution...” 

But the crowd is too loud. Once again, voices jump out at the podium.

“Did you forget how you had every tenth man shot on the northern front!” asks one.

“Away with him,” shouts another.

But unlike Kalinin, the Commander of the Baltic Fleet will not be silenced by mere sailors. Face turning red, he continues, “The working people have always shot traitors to the cause, and will continue to shoot them in the future. In my place, you would have shot every fifth man, not every tenth!” Kuzmin shouts at the crowd. Suddenly, he pivots and walks over to Stepan. For a moment, he stares into the other man’s eyes, then suddenly snatches the Petropavlovsk document from his hand. He stomps back to the microphone. 

“This ‘resolution’ is a counterrevolutionary document that will lead all of you to gaol or the camps. I hereby denounce it.” He makes a dramatic show of tearing the paper into strips.

Kalinin, appearing to have overcome his original shock, and gathering up his barrel-shaped body, marches up to the microphone and shouts, “Now you will all disperse. Any copies of this document will be burnt, and we will hear no more about it!”

The crowd becomes like an angry beast, surging towards the podium and back, then surging forward and back. With each surge, the angry hands of the people reach closer to the men’s necks. They look to the soldiers posted before the podium and to those on either side. Most of them have shouldered their rifles and are shaking their fists with the crowd.

Realizing the military guard meant for their protection is now in the front line of those wanting to lynch them, Kalinin and Kuzmin walk quickly to the back of the podium and jump to the ground. While some of the crowd begins to move around the podium after them, they retreat, walking backward and finding their driver along the way, until they stand at the bottom of the steps to the Naval Cathedral.

The crowd’s advance comes to a halt as Stepan’s voice resumes over the PA: “Comrades!” he shouts. “Now is not the time for this. How we mock ourselves by becoming our tormentors. I ask you, people of the Kronstadt Soviet, to consider the proposal and to speak your heart. Does anyone wish to speak?”

There is a lull. Then from the silence, a soldier comes up the podium steps. Stepan points him to the microphone. For a moment, the soldier, just a boy, looks out over the crowd. His uniform fits loosely, his cheeks are hollowed out, his eyes sunken, looking bruised.

“I went home for a month in November. My father died fighting the Germans, so it’s only my mother and two sisters. When they opened the door, I thought a sepulchre had vomited up three skeletons to walk the Earth again.” The soldier pauses and wipes his nose on the sleeve of his too-thin jacket. “They cried when they saw me and rushed to embrace me. And I swear upon my father lost in the German mud, it was like holding bones wrapped in a thin cotton dress.”

As the soldier tells his tale, Kalinin and Kuzmin work their way south to the stand of trees marking the border of the square. From there, they trace the edge of the trees until they reach the road and, with a few hurried steps, are back at their car. They get inside and wait for the driver to get it running.

“Not a drop of food in the pantry, and in the cellar, no fruit or vegetables. Not even a sack of flour. I had my lunch I had not eaten and a few scraps of chocolate for my sisters, and I gave it all up to them right then. They ate my meagre rations as if they’d never eaten before, and I finally collected the courage to ask mother what was happening.

“‘It is the Roadblock Detachments,’ she managed between tiny bites of my lunch. “‘They are to confiscate any food purchased from the peasantry, but they roam the countryside and take what they will. They took the neighbour’s cow last month, and so there’s been no milk. Two weeks ago, they burst through the door and emptied the shelves, the pantry, the basement. I begged them. Oh, how I begged them to leave something, anything, for the little ones. Bring back the tsar. He was cruel, but at least we ate.’”

The audience is frenzied now. Hearing the name “tsar” spoken out again does not raise the crowd’s ire as it had before. But the plight of the mother and children, suffering worse now than under him… It was beyond imagining. The women in the square begin to wail for her children and their own. For the price Russia has paid only to starve to death by its own hand.

Now a sailor comes up to the microphone and begins his tale.

“The war is over,” he begins. “It has been over for months. Now we are making treaties with the Capitalists even while we grind our own people beneath our boots. But there is one sort who does not suffer. No, on my leave to Moscow, I saw many hungry faces, but I also saw too many filled bellies. The commissars in their fancy cars and fancy clothes, their fur-lined boots and well-treated stomachs. They keep safe and warm and stuff themselves while we huddle in the cold with a piece of mouldy bread.”

Now the crowd is like a dirge, mourning the end of their country. Have they traded one monarchy for another?

But Stepan seizes the microphone once more. “It is, as they say, the Boyars of old Muscovy do hide the truth from the people.”

The crowd shouts approval.

“And so I propose we put this resolution to a common vote, and I recommend everyone here to support it.”

The crowd cheers again, but not so loudly. Although they seem of one mind, there are many, many Communist Party members in the city, the forts, and the navy. How will they vote?

On cue, Vasilyev takes over the microphone from Stepan. “I have a proposal to vote on the Petropavlovsk Resolution. Do I hear a second?” 

Many thousands of “Ayes” pierce the morning cold.

“Very good. Then by a show of hands, who here approves the proposed resolution as well as its dissemination throughout the city, the fortress, and nearby towns?”

Thousands and thousands of hands rise into the air.

“And opposed?”

No hands are raised among the crowd.

“Then the resolution is passed unanimously,” Vasilyev begins.

“And?”

Vasilyev turns back to look at Stepan, uncertain and annoyed simultaneously.

“It is cold out, Vasilyev,” Stepan says derisively, “so either get on with it or surrender the floor.”

“How dare you speak to me like that! I am Chairman of the Soviet.”

“Only until the election, you old fool. You’ll be tossed on your ass. Now out of my way!”

Stepan steps before the microphone, forcing Vasilyev to move back. He speaks to the square. “Item one of the resolution is for new soviet elections to be held. To achieve this, I propose a delegation be formed and meet at the House of Education tomorrow at noon. Each guild and unit should send two representatives, and they will elect a new soviet. Those that say aye?” A resounding chorus of ayes. “Nays?” Silence.

“Then one last proposal before we leave. I propose another delegation be sent to Petrograd, perhaps thirty delegates, to distribute our resolution and request Petrograd send observers to Kronstadt, a group of non-party representatives. Aye?” And the vote is the same.

“Excellent. The delegates will be volunteers, so anyone who wishes to do so, please come and see me aboard the Petropavlovsk. If there are not enough volunteers, we will select sailors from Sevastopol and Petropavlovsk. Thank you, everyone. It is a new day dawning upon Mother Russia. All power to the soviets, but none to parties!” 

The crowd roars one more time, repeating his words before people begin to disperse from the cold of Anchor Square.

Stepan stands for some time before the microphone, his heaving chest sending out white plumes of vapour, his eyes and face filled with a hope they have not displayed for years.

#

Kuzmin and Kalinin make their way from inside the Petrograd gate into the city to the local Party headquarters. There is no one there, but not soon after they arrive, Vasilyev stumbles in. 

“They’ve done it!” he pants, leaning against the door frame. “The Resolution is passed. There will be elections to the soviet tomorrow, and another delegation is going to Petrograd to distribute their propaganda. They intend to invite non-party observers from the city.”

“How did it pass?” Kuzmin barks, marching on Vasilyev as if the man is personally responsible. “The Communist Party must represent two-thirds of the population of the island!”

“It was unanimous. Even our Communists have gone over to the sailors’ side. What are we going to do?”

“I am going back to Petrograd and warn them of what is happening,” Kalinin announces. “You two are going to the meeting tomorrow and warn them what they are doing, about the precarious state of our country, and how we will react if they do not back down. Understood?”

Kuzmin and Vasilyev nod. Kalinin leaves the office and makes his way to the car. They drive back to the Petrograd gate, but now there are two armed soldiers barring the way.

“Out of my way!” Kalinin orders.

“No, sir,” one of the soldiers replies, tightening his grip nervously on his rifle.

“Do you know who I am!” Kalinin thunders.

“Yes, sir. But my orders are no one leaves, no one gets through without executive permission.”

“I am executive permission!” Kalinin roars. “Get the fortress commander on the phone right now!” 

The other soldier runs over to the call box next to the gate and picks up the phone. After a few moments, he ushers Kalinin over. Kalinin takes a moment to continue staring at the guard who dared stand in front of his car, then marches over to the phone box.

“Is this the commander!” he barks.

“No, sir, this is military specialist Kozlovsky, Chief of Artillery.” 

“I know what you do, Kozlovsky. I appointed you to that position. Where is the commander?”

“Comrade Kalinin, forgive me for not recognizing your voice. I’m afraid Comrade Commander has fled for the mainland.”

“He what!”

“Yes, sir. An hour ago, he packed some papers here, then took a staff car.”

“Who is next in command then?” Kalinin asks, calming down as the seriousness of the situation begins to sink in.

“I am, sir,” Kozlovsky replies.

“Good. Then Specialist, I now promote you to Commander of the Kronstadt Fortress, and I order you to tell these soldiers to let me leave the base.”

“No, sir.”

“I beg your pardon?” Kalinin growls.

“Sir, with due respect, I understand your authority over Kronstadt has been removed. I hereby refuse to assume command and will instead remain at my post.”

“Kozlovsky!” Kalinin
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